MENTAL HEALTH is a collection of ten personal and lyric essays interspersed with poems that speak to the subject or tone of the essay that follows. These essays examine the narrator's experiences as mother, wife, and daughter, and explore the manner in which the different roles bleed into one another. The narrator's impending divorce and the events that coalesce around it shape these essays into a coherent whole.
In I imagine my rickety chair heaped alongside beach umbrellas that no longer provide shade and living room sofas with exposed springs. Maybe the chair will be sought out and probed by a man whose pregnant wife would like to sit on their small balcony in the evenings. She is no longer comfortable leaning on the railing when the two seek refuge from the heat on the unadorned slab of cement that juts out from their third-floor apartment. The man examines the discarded chair, jostles the wood with his calloused hands. He can fix it, he decides, make it sturdy again. Maybe he'll even bring the chair inside once the baby comes. His wife can use the wide chair to nurse the infant, he thinks. He smiles to himself, imagining her with their child, resting in the newly refurbished chair in front of a whirring box fan they cannot yet afford to buy.
It's late and our neighborhood, a modest, mad-made island less than a mile and one-half from the beach, should be peaceful. And it is, sort of. There's no tch tch tch of outboard engines puttering back from a day at the sandbar, no pop band serenading an all-night party to which we haven't been invited, no kids yelping in back-yard pools.
Even on our covered front porch, Tessa and I speak in whispers. This is despite the fact that whispering is wholly unnecessary because inside our meloncolored two story home, Tessa's father, my husband, is screaming. At me. I've come outside to escape his fury. Tessa has followed me to provide comfort or more likely, because she also feels the need to flee. Enrique is drunk-again. Is it any different from last time?
Tessa, and her sister too, know to approach the house cautiously on Friday evenings. If the stereo is audible from inside the car, they don't go to the front door. Instead, the three of us will arrange to take dinner at Shucker's, or Some did. Others pretended they didn't. I think they're pretending still.
Tessa interrupts my thoughts that spin in circles and then get stuck, like car tires in the rising tide at Crescent Beach.
"Why don't the two of you just get divorced already?" Tessa asks, her tone solemn, demanding. Now I'm definitely crying, tears mottling uneven lines onto blush-contoured cheeks, sobs working their way into rasping coughs that are released from somewhere beyond my mouth. My body shakes with a sound created outside of thoughts and sanity, a place distant from flesh and body.
